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[The following piece was written by Lucien O. Chavin, a staff writer with Latinamerica Press, a
weekly bilingual publication in Lima, Peru.]
Deep within the jungles of Peru's southeastern department of Madre de Dios, Hector Sueyo
Yunbuyo ticks off the basic services his Harakmbut community lacks: schools, health clinics,
sanitation, and electricity. Sueyo says the Harakmbuts, who had their first contact with the
western world only 70 years ago, are not against progress, but they want development on their
own terms. He says that his people's fight for autonomy and survival is urgent now that the
Peruvian government has given the transnational company Mobil the go-ahead to explore for oil on
Harakmbut traditional lands.
Only about 1,500 Harakmbuts are alive today, down from 30,000 only a few decades ago. Sueyo
says he fears that with the oil companies will come loggers and colonizers, spelling the end of his
people's way of life and maybe an end to the Harakmbuts themselves. "The state is more interested
in letting Mobil explore for oil than in recognizing its indigenous peoples," says Sueyo. "Peru should
take pride in its indigenous people because we can help the country develop."
Last year, Peruvian President Alberto Fujimori's administration gave Mobil permission to explore
for oil in lots 77 and 78 in Madre de Dios, which include the traditional lands of the Harakmbuts
and four other indigenous groups who continue to resist contact with the outside world. "Our land
is being put up for sale to the transnationals, and no one wants to hear anything about it," says
Antonio Iviche Quique, also a Harakmbut and president of the Native Federation of the Madre
de Dios River and its Affluents (FENAMAD). "They are allowed to destroy our lands and our
knowledge with it without us having a say."
While the Harakmbuts have had a difficult time finding a sounding board for their complaints in
Peru, their fight to preserve their culture is being heard outside the country. Sueyo and Quique were
recently in Spain to accept the Bartolome de las Casas award on behalf of FENAMAD. Sponsored by
the Spanish monarchy, the award honors organizations working to defend the rights of indigenous
peoples.

Indigenous lands rich in attractive natural resources
The Harakmbuts, however, are not the only indigenous people in Peru struggling to preserve their
way of life against the incursions of transnational companies, principally petroleum companies,
interested in Peru's southeastern jungles. A little less than half of Peru's 52 recognized indigenous
linguistic groups are found in the southeastern region of the country, which is rich in petroleum and
natural gas.
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For Peru's Machiguengas indigenous people, the name of their largest settlement Nuevo Mundo,
meaning New World has taken on a meaning they never imagined. The Machiguengas' Nuevo
Mundo community has gone from a sleepy riverbank settlement to a bustling jungle outpost for
the international petroleum giant Shell, and in the process everything has changed. Nuevo Mundo
is located in the heart of Peru's Camisea region, about 500 km east of the capital, Lima, in the
department of Cusco. In the mid-1980s, Shell discovered a massive natural gas reserve along the
banks of the Camisea River (see NotiSur, 03/31/94 and 02/23/95). According to the company, the
reserve contains upward of 11 trillion cubic feet of natural gas and more than 600 million barrels of
natural gas liquids. These amounts would be enough to provide Lima's nearly 7 million people with
electricity for at least 100 years.
Despite the find, which is one of the largest natural gas reserves in South America, Shell was unable
to begin operations in Camisea during the last decade because of Peru's turbulent economic and
political climate and, according to critics of the company, the manner in which it treated the local
indigenous population. Between 1985 and 1990, Peru was governed by former president Alan Garcia,
who championed the state's control of the economy. His administration's economic policies, which
eventually brought Peru to the brink of bankruptcy with annual inflation running as high as 7,000%
in 1990, did little to encourage the kind of foreign investment being offered by Shell at the time.
In addition, his administration's attempt to nationalize the country's banks in 1987 scared off the
majority of potential foreign investors.
Further complicating Shell's initial incursion into Camisea were the unexplained deaths of more
than 30 Machiguengas from an outbreak of a disease resembling a common cold. The company was
accused of not taking sufficient precautions before coming into contact with the indigenous people
who had avoided the outside world for hundreds of years. Shell ended its prospecting in the region
in 1988. Shell and Indians pin hopes on future Many things, however, have changed in a decade.
Peru's free-market President Fujimori has pulled out all the stops to attract foreign investment,
offering international companies lucrative deals to plow their money into Peru.
In mid-1996, Shell and its minor partner Mobil signed an agreement with the Peruvian government
to renew exploration in Camisea (see NotiSur, 06/21/96). In addition to promising to invest US
$4 billion over the next four decades, Shell has also taken steps this time to involve the 10,000
Machiguengas in its operations, hiring indigenous workers and taking pains to protect the
indigenous population from disease.
The company has pumped money into a school in Nuevo Mundo and has agreed not to build
roads to the camp, instead treating the site as an "offshore site" and using boats and hovercraft to
transport people and goods. It has signed agreements with nongovernmental organizations, the
Catholic Church, and local authorities to ensure health problems are avoided. Peruvian Health
Minister Marino Costa Bauer was on hand in December to inaugurate a Shell-built health center
for the Machiguengas, and the company has established a "health passport" for anyone traveling
to Camisea. "No workers or invited guests are permitted to enter Camisea locations until they have
received immunization against 13 diseases," said Andrew Vickers, Shell's public relations manager.
"The passport system helps ensure that illnesses are not introduced by those involved with the
Camisea project."
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Catholic Rev. Nemesio Martinez, the Dominican provincial of the Urubamba Apostolic Vicariate
that includes Camisea, says he hopes "that this time around the tensions that forced Shell to
abandon the zone in 1988 are not repeated." He says that church representatives are talking to
the 60 different missions in the area, asking the indigenous people what they think about the new
petroleum exploration. He adds that he thinks the natural-gas operation will benefit the indigenous
communities because it will give them a chance to sell their products.
Many of the indigenous leaders also hope that their experience with Shell will be different this time
around. Barnabe Choronto, a Machiguengas leader in the community of Echarate, says he is waiting
to see what the company has to offer the 40 families in his community. "We don't have a health
clinic or a radio to communicate with other communities," Choronto said. "They only installed
potable water last year. We're waiting to see what Shell will offer."
Some Machiguengas leaders and nongovernmental organizations that work with them, however,
fear that with the full support of the Peruvian government, Shell, Mobil, and US-based Chevron,
which is also exploring in the region, will not have to answer to indigenous demands if they
contradict the companies' interests. Margarita Benavides, a Peruvian anthropologist working with
the Machiguengas through Oxfam US, said that when indigenous people protest that their land is
being used without consent, "both the companies and the Peruvian government accuse them of
being against progress and development."
Benavides points to the case of the Kugapakori-Nahua indigenous people who inhabitant the same
area as the Machiguengas. She says that because the group only numbers around 1,000 people and
shies away from contact with the outside world, they are not consulted by Shell before it enters their
lands. For example, Shell drilled two wells last year without Kugapakori-Nahua consent, and only
agreed to review its policies after indigenous-rights and environmental groups outside Peru began
to complain.
"It is the state and the companies that decide the level of compensation communities should be
given, not the indigenous peoples," said Benavides. "This is wrong and could lead to trouble in
the future." The Machiguengas, while apparently more open to the prospect of oil drilling on their
lands, share the same concerns as the Harakmbuts to the east. Community leaders stress that they
are not against development, but want to be certain that it is done on their terms and protects their
culture.
At a regional meeting held at the end of February, the native communities around Camisea agreed
that they were not against the work of oil companies in their areas, but demanded that "the Shell
consortium respect the legitimacy of native communities and their representatives, which implies a
permanent dialogue with us about their activities."

-- End --
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